Introduction
Local government transformation in Australia is not new. Consolidation of local government areas has been occurring over many decades, accelerating from the early 1990s when the Kennett reforms were imposed in Victoria (VIC) . 1 The Kennett reforms commenced the major changes that have since been implemented across all Australian jurisdictions. From 1910 to 2012, the mainly compulsory consolidation of local councils in Australian jurisdictions has reduced council numbers in New South Wales (NSW) from 324 to 152; VIC from 206 to 79; Queensland (QLD) from 164 to 73; South Australia (SA) from 175 to 68; Western Australia (WA) from 147 to 139; Tasmania (TAS) from 51 to 29; and, since 1995, in Northern Territory (NT) , from 63 to 16.
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Structural reform through council mergers has been the 'blunt instrument' and predominant local government change mechanism, mostly initiated by state governments. Other reform methods have included introducing new legislation, a common feature in each jurisdiction, especially new local government legislation, facilitating the structural reform process; and functional reform through transfer of various tasks usually by state or territory governments. The latter process has occurred without commensurate resources and financial reforms. 3 Garcea and LeSage 4 identified five primary types of local government reform:
1. Structural reforms: Involve changes to the 'overall configuration' of the boundaries, number and types of municipal authorities; Functional reforms: Consist of changes to both the formal and informal functions performed by municipal governments, including the realignment of functions between local councils and other levels of government or other kinds of local governments; 2.
Financial reforms: Represent revisions to the financial and/or budgetary frameworks of local councils, including changes to revenue sources, expenditures (in the form of financial responsibilities, requirements or restrictions on expenditures), and the general management of financial resources; 3.
Jurisdictional reforms: Involve changes to the powers conferred on local councils to make decisions regarding, among other things, the structures, functions and finances of municipal governments; and 4.
Internal organizational and 5.
managerial reforms: Represent changes to the legislative, executive, management, and administrative structures and processes of local councils.
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This paper has eight sections: section two briefly notes the local government mergers in NSW to 2004 and introduces the current NSW local government transformation process; section three considers the roles of the government-established Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) and the Local Government Acts Taskforce (LGAT); section four considers integrated planning and reporting (IP&R) in the NSW local government context; the NSW Government response to the ILGRP and LGAT final reports, termed Fit For the Future (F4F), is addressed in section five; the role of the Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) in the transformation and F4F process is considered in section six; the current NSW Government merger proposals and public examination processes, announced on 18 December 2015, are considered in section seven; and concluding remarks are offered in the final section. 
Current NSW local government transformation process

Independent Local Government Review Panel (ILGRP) and Local Government Acts Taskforce (LGAT)
Minister Page then appointed the three-person ILGRP, led by Professor Graham Sansom, and requested that it consult widely and take into consideration the government's 'no forced amalgamations' policy. The ILGRP was provided broad terms of reference to investigate and identify options for governance models, structural arrangements and boundary changes for local government in NSW. 14 ILGRP produced five discussion papers which stimulated much discussion, debate and well over 1000 submissions. In October 2013, the ILGRP delivered its final report, Revitalising local government, containing 65 recommendations. 15 The principal recommendations concerned fiscal responsibility; strengthening revenues; meeting infrastructure needs; improving productivity and accountability; political leadership and good governance; advancing structural reform; establishing regional joint organisations; rural councils and community boards; metropolitan, rural and regional areas; the far west; and state-local relations. The ILGRP strongly held the view, as did councillors at Dubbo two years earlier, that no change was not an option.
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To assist the ILGRP, the NSW Division of Local Government requested NSW Treasury Corporation (TCorp) to provide material on council financial sustainability and to prepare reports for all 152 NSW Councils. TCorp's tasks included creating a definition of financial sustainability; establishing a set of appropriate benchmark indicators; developing an assessment methodology to compare councils against a sustainability definition; and reviewing historical financial results and the long term financial forecasts of each council.
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TCorp's key findings included that the majority of councils were reporting operating deficits; that financial sustainability was deteriorating; that an asset management gap existed; and that prevention of further financial deterioration was essential. 
Integrated planning and reporting in NSW local government
Integrated planning and reporting (IP&R) is a generally well-accepted major transformation introduced into NSW local government in 2010, 22 which changed how councils planned and conducted their activities. IP&R is predicated on genuine up-front community engagement. The IP&R framework allows NSW councils to draw their various plans together, to understand how they interact, and to secure the maximum leverage from their efforts by planning holistically for the future. The framework consists of a 10-year community strategic plan; a resourcing strategy comprising a long term financial plan, workforce management plan and asset management plan; a four-year delivery program; a one-year operational plan and an annual report. 23 During the LGAT consultations it became evident that local government valued IP&R and strongly supported its strengthening and centralising in a new local government Act. In October 2014 the government responded by essentially supporting all the LGAT recommendations.
NSW Government response to ILGRP and LGAT: Fit for the Future (F4F)
In September 2014, the government adopted about two-thirds of the ILGRP recommendations. 24 The most important recommendations were to: establish an integrated fiscal responsibility program to address the TCorp findings referred to in section three; place local government audits under control of the NSW Auditor General; replace rate-pegging with a system of rate benchmarking or by removing complexity, costs and constraints to sound financial management; establish a borrowing facility to encourage increased use of debt where appropriate; adopt a uniform core set of performance indicators for councils linked to IP&R requirements; provide additional options for structures such as joint regional organisations, rural councils and community boards; and encourage voluntary council mergers. 25 For reasons which were not explained, the government did 18 Ibid 8-9. 19 Ibid. Government in NSW (2013) . 24 NSW Office of Local Government, Fit for the Future: NSW Government Response -Independent Local Government Review Panel Recommendations and Local Government Acts Taskforce Recommendations (NSW Government, 2014) . 25 Ibid 3-21. Also in September 2014, as part of its response to the ILGRP Report and Recommendations, the government announced a F4F package 27 and made available up to $1 billion, primarily to assist council mergers, with the bulk of up to $600 million as concessional finance rather than grants, assessed as F4F only. The package included $258m to assist councils deciding to merge to make the transition; $13m to support local transition committees; $5.3m to establish Joint Regional Organisations (JOs); $4m to help small councils develop innovative ways of working; and up to $600m potential savings from concessional finance for F4F councils to invest in local infrastructure. 28 All NSW councils, except eight in the far west, were required, by 30 June 2015, to examine their financial situations, and to consider their future needs and the ILGRP recommendations. Councils were to make submissions as to how they would be F4F. The Office of Local Government provided mandatory submission templates. Council submissions needed to provide evidence in key areas of: scale and capacity; sustainability; efficiency; effective management of infrastructure and delivery of services for communities; and other areas, including the 'rigour of community consultation'.
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NSW IPART and its findings
IPART was required by the government to develop a methodology for assessing F4F proposals that would be consistent with the State Government's local government reform agenda and, inter alia, included an assessment of councils' scale and capacity as a threshold criterion. Moreover, IPART was to undertake an assessment of whether each NSW council was financially fit for the future. 30 IPART used criteria and measures to assess sustainability, effective infrastructure and service management, and efficiency by employing seven local government financial ratios.
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IPART assessed council submissions under the F4F process, rating council proposals as 'fit' or 'not fit', and submitted its report to the government in October 2015. 32 The assessments largely depended on information provided by the councils and the examination of long-term financial reports and other available data. 33 One hundred and forty-four councils across NSW submitted 139 proposals to IPART, which received 1550 submissions from residents and other stakeholders on the council proposals. Eighty-seven proposals were assessed as not fit. Only nine councils indicated any interest in voluntarily amalgamating, whereas the ILGRP had recommended mergers as a preferred option for 41 per cent of councils.
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The IPART report demonstrated that there were major concerns about the sustainability of the NSW system of local government, with 60 per cent of NSW councils rated as not financially fit for the future, including 71 per cent of Sydney metropolitan councils and 56 per cent of regional councils. IPART analysed the business cases submitted by councils and estimated that up to $2 billion in benefits could be realised over 20 years if mergers were to occur in Sydney alone. 
Conclusion
Opposition to mergers, particularly by councils, and community fear of change and loss of local democracy has been prevalent in NSW for a long time. It has now been adequately demonstrated that most councils can and should perform much better, especially in terms of services and infrastructure provision for the communities they represent. Opposition to amalgamation in some quarters on the basis of perceived lack of empirical evidence is often a smokescreen, usually for maintaining existing power bases. Clarence Valley Council, for example, experienced net economic benefits from its merger since inception in 2004 until 2010. That study demonstrated that, at least in some circumstances, council amalgamations as a reform method do work and that, from a fiscal standpoint, bigger is indeed better but perhaps not obviously cheaper.
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Council mergers will not always be appropriate and one would probably not commence the structure of local governments in Sydney now with 41 councils, as existed prior to the current mergers. Nor for example, in the Richmond-Tweed region in northern NSW, would local government be comprised of the present six general purpose and three county councils. After almost four-and-a-half years of consultation and dialogue, the stage is undoubtedly set for significant council mergers in NSW. In fact, in 2016, 20 merged councils were constituted and several more may be merged depending on the outcome of current council-initiated litigation against the government. Government (2015) , above n 39. 41 Tiley, above n 8, 258. There exists a continuing, long term, often uninformed and unjustified resistance, even intransigence, towards structural reform from within local government leadership and some councils. Furthermore, the LGNSW catchcry of 'fix the funding first' 42 could be seen as seeking to sideline the vital importance of more appropriate and modern local government structures for the future. The sector needs to demonstrate effective leadership and a preparedness to improve capacity and performance for the communities they represent.
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Present boundary structures were established more than a century ago. The imperative of financial sustainability establishes the case for structural change in NSW local government, given rapidly improving transport and communications and ever growing community demands on councils. New and improved methods of community engagement can address perceptions of loss of local democracy and community. Citizens are rightly demanding better services and more efficient and responsive councils.
